www.physicstoday.org
Because QFT is so neglected by the public (and by many physicists), I am writing a book that presents it without equations. A draft copy of the work, The Theory That Escaped Einstein, can be found through an internet search. Feedback is appreciated.
For those who can't kick the reification habit, QFT is the way to go. It is the only theory that offers a consistent and visualizable picture of reality. Reifiers of the world, unite! You have nothing to lose but your abstractions. David Mermin points out a "bad habit" that afflicts most humans: mistaking a computational idealization for the real world. That would probably not be intellectually fatal. What can lead to brain damage is to take the real world to be an approximation of the ideal, rather than doing the reverse. We talk about geometric shapes such as lines, circles, and spheres. Each of these words conjures up a picture of a perfect line, circle, or sphere. We know that no real line is perfectly straight and no circle can be made without imperfections, however minute. Yet our mental image is of the perfect geometric shape.
Rodney Brooks
So it is easier in most cases for the mind to grasp the ideal rather than the real. Perhaps Nature is punishing us for our bad habit, forcing us to keep burning up CPU time without getting to the end of π. Not falling prey to the bad habit Mermin so beautifully discusses would clear up a lot of smoky haze in the intellectual environment.
Amin Dharamsi David Mermin seems to advocate the view of theoretical paradoxes and controversies of quantum mechanics and field theory as problems of "tools" of a linguistic or otherwise technical nature. His advice is not to "make life harder than it needs to be." First, philosophical reduction of a fundamental science to a human tool goes against the main quest of science -the quest for objective truth about the universe. Second, the suggested advice seems more conducive to peace of mind than to scientific inquiry. Paradoxes and contradictions have always been a rich source of inspiration and contemplation for those who are seeking new knowledge. Alexey Burov (burov@fnal.gov) Fermilab Batavia, Illinois "I hope you will agree," David Mermin writes, "that you are not a continuous field of operators on an infinitedimensional Hilbert space. Nor, for that matter, is the page you are reading or the chair you are sitting in." His comment is a nice example of the logical fallacy known as "appeal to belief": Most people believe X is true, so X is true. That many people believe they are not operators in Hilbert spaces, believe they do have free will, or do or don't believe in global warming makes no difference as to whether a statement is true or false. I have no basis on which to decide what I "really" am. And though I personally think any such argument is a waste of time because it can never be decided anyway, and though I am sympathetic to the opinion Mermin expresses, his article dismisses the relevance of both quantum foundations and the philosophy of science out of hand in a rather polemic and not very insightful way. David Mermin cautions against taking our "most successful abstractions to be real properties of our world." I think he has set up a straw man. To me, the
